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, The thought of doing a thesis on free Afro-American women was
quite challenging. It gave this writer a chance to explore more in
depth the life of free Blacks in America, specifically of women, during
the antebellum period. When the history of Afro-American women is studied,
it is most often done by studying the role of Black women in the slave
community. The principal objective of this paper was to examine the life
of the non-slaved woman, to study how she lived, her activities, her
source of income, and education. In essence, the objective is to examine,
by using various primary sources, just how free women existed in America
from day-to-day. When studies of this sort were done prior to this one,
they were usually biographical sketches of such women as Harriet Tubman
and Sojourner Truth. Although exceptional in their own right, these
women were not reflective of the conditions of the majority of the free
Black female population to which they belonged.
The study was designed to aid the writer, as well as any readers
of this thesis, in developing more of an understanding and appreciation
of the life of free Afro-American women. The research revealed that the
status of these women was contingent upon the status of slave women during
the period under consideration. It should also be interesting to note
the similarities and dissimilarities of the activities, occupations, and
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just the general conditions, to those of the contemporary Afro-American
women.
The difficulty arose when the researcher began trying to locate
a sufficient amount of primary sources to deduce from them some kind of
plausible and concrete statement about the lives of the majority of these
women. This is an obstacle with which anyone researching for a project
about free Black women must struggle. The fact is, that there is not an
abundance of sources available on this subject matter. One reason for
this is that personal effects such as memoirs, letters, and diaries were
not thought of as having very much importance or sufficient value to be
saved by Blacks as well as whites. Another reason is that many times the
negative aspects of Blacks were illustrated in many of the white newspapers
and journals of that time. Hence, few Blacks recognized their accomplish
ments as being positive or unique.
It was felt that perhaps examining the life of free women in the
whole of the United States would be very time consuming in terms of
locating enough primary sources. Therefore, the researcher decided to
focus on two states, one of which was a free state and the other a slave
state. The two states were New York and Georgia, respectively. This was
done in the hopes that the information would be more accessible in these
states.
The initial step in researching for this particular paper was to
go to various reference sources like libraries card catalogs, indexes
to various Black journals, and Blacks in America, edited by James
McPherson and others, just to name a few. It was at this point that the
researcher became the investigator. The role of the investigator was
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analagous to that of a real-life policeperson investigating a criminal
case—no stone must go unturned, everything must be considered and
studied. Much of the materials found in these reference tools were not
primary sources but secondary and did not deal specifically with free
women but with free Blacks in general. It was the job of the investigator
to select sources which might be of some help. The second step was to
study the references used by the authors of those various articles and
books found. This is a valuable way of tracking down useful primary
sources, providing the sources can be found.
Just a few of the secondary materials found were: The Education of
the Negro Prior to 1861, by Carter G. Woodson; Black Abolitionists, by
Benjamin Quarles; Philadelphia Negro, by W.E.B. DuBois; Black Women in
White America, edited by Gerda Lerner; Black Side; A Partial History of
the Business, Religious and Educational Side of the Negro in Atlanta,
Georgia, by E. R. Carter; The Negro in New York: An Informal Social
History, edited by Roi Ottley and William Weatherby; Black Manhattan, by
James Wei don Johnson; Plantation and Frontier Documents: 1649-1863
Illustrative of Industrial History in the Colonial and Ante-Bellum South,
edited by U.B. Phillips; Black Women's Liberation, by Maxine Williams
and Pamela Newman; and Half a Man: The Status of the Negro in New York,
by Mary White Ovington. All of these sources were helpful because they
furnished the investigator with background of America in terms of its
Other sources found that were not very useful to the researcher
will be included in the supplementary bibliography.
k
relationship to Afro-Americans. Some of these sources dealt particularly
with New York and Georgia during the period from 1800-1860. They also
provided a few names of women that the researcher had to determine
whether or not they were Black. For example, the name of Henrietta Ray
was one which occurred at least twice in two secondary sources without
any indication of her color. A mentioning of her in a Black newspaper
confirmed the fact that she was the wife of Charles Ray, publisher of
Rights for Al1, a Black newspaper and she was also the president of an
organization for young women of color. However, this finding was a matter
of luck. There were times where the color of certain women was never
determined, hence, they could not be used in this thesis.
Researching at the Georgia State Archives became a regular prac
tice. The materials at the Archives which were helpful to the researcher
were the Codes of Georgia, the unpublished Federal Census Schedules for
the year i860, Registers of Free Persons of Color, Tax Digests, and City
Directories. The Codes were useful in determining the restrictions of
free Blacks in Georgia. The Census Schedules furnished the researcher
with some of the occupations of free women. Examining these schedules
meant hours of searching for the vocations of free Black women which
were not always listed. It was common to find the column entitled "Color—
White, black, mulatto" to be marked either "M" or "B" but the column which
listed the "Profession, Occupation, or Trade. . ." was many times left
blank. This means that out of a whole afternoon of searching, the re
searcher would many times leave the Archives with the profession of just
one woman. The Tax Digests, Registers, and Directories were written
by hand, causing a problem in itself. These county records supplied
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information on the economic conditions of free women of color in various
counties in Georgia, listing many times their age, color, and occupation.
Documents or types of information dealing with the social activities of
free women in Georgia was quite difficult to locate. The fact is that
nothing of use was found by the investigator. Nothing was found addres
sing itself directly to free women's social activities in this period.
This is not to say that nothing existed, just that the researcher, after
a thorough examination of materials could not find anything addressing
itself to social welfare activities.
In New York, the search began as it did in Georgia in dealing with
various reference tools. At the New York Historical Society, the writer
found a great deal of primary sources. These included copies of early
New York Afro-American newspapers, the Weekly Anglo-African, Colored
American. North Star. Rights of All, and Freedom's Journal, which supplied
the researcher with the bulk of her information. Digest of Laws and the
Census of New York City could also be found here. While the collection
at the Society also included, materials such as the Minutes of the State
Convention of Colored Citizens held in Albany, the writer found no
indication that women attended this meeting.
The Schomburg Collection of the New York Public Library was a
second home to the researcher. Many hours were spent looking through
reels upon reels of more Black newspapers from various sections of the
country. Much time was also spent in searching through the unpublished
Federal census schedules for New York State.
After researching at the Georgia State Archives, the many libraries,
the Schomburg Collection, and the New York Historical Society the
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investigator was not at all satisfied with the amount of information
found. At least, it was hoped that the New York Municipal Archives might
be of some help, but to no avail. After plowing through boxes of ma
terials the search only proved fruitless.
Perhaps the expectation of the researcher was too great. It was
well understood at the out-set of the project that not many studies had
been devoted to the subject of free women of color as a sector of the free
Black population. But the difficulties experienced would never have been
imagined, at least not by this writer. All of this proves how much work
needs to be done in this unexplored area of Afro-American History.
The culmination of all the hours of researching is what is to follow
in these chapters. As was stated before, the objective of this thesis is
to examine the life of the free Black female population from 1800 to i860,
with special emphasis on New York and Georgia. Some attention is also
given to women in Philadelphia as well as other parts of the country.
With the beginning of the nineteenth century the United States had
shown promise of becoming a prosperous country. The latter part of the
eighteenth century saw the invention of the cotton gin, the American
Industrial Revolution, the increase in the demand for slaves, and the
purchasing of additional land by Southern farmers, all of which contribu
ted to America's budding economic success. In 1803, Louisiana was pur
chased by the United States. With this new territorial acquisition, cot
ton farmers expanded their business, citizens began migrating westward
to try their luck at an economic venture, and slavery was introduced into
the new territory. In the midst of the great economic change in the
Souths on March 2, 1807 the Congress forbade the importation of African
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slaves into the United States after January 1, 1808, hence, the increase
in domestic slavery. This capsule picture of the United States at the
end of the eighteenth century and at the turn of the century, illustrates,
first of all, the world in which the slaves and freemen lived. Secondly,
it illustrates some of the conditions which will prove to be monumental
in determining their lives in America for centuries to come.
In 1800, the population of the country numbered 5,308,483. Of
2
this number 108,395 were free Afro-Americans and 893,041 were slaves.
The majority of the Afro-Americans were in the South Atlantic states which
includes Georgia, Virginia, South Carolina, and North Carolina. There
were 60,009 free Blacks and 799,681 slaves in these states in 1800. By
1830, free Blacks in the United States numbered 319,599 out of a total
population of 12,866,020, there were 2,009,043 slaves. According to the
1860 census reports, the free Black population had not grown substantially
as it did in 1830. The population totaled only 488,070. The slave popu
lation rose to 3,953,760; the total number in the United States numbered
31,443,321.5
The difficulty in using the census is that it is not as accurate as
one would hope. In 1861, it was brought to the attention of the New York
Bureau of the Census, Second Census of the United States, 1800:
Population.
^Neqro Population in the United States. 1790-1915 (Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1918), p. 35*
Bureau of the Census, Fifth Census of the United States, 1830:
Population.
Ibid., Eighth Census of the United States, i860: Population.
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public that the statistical census of New York City was understated in
i860 in regards to Afro-Americans. This was always a common occurrence.
In reporting this flaw, the Weekly Anglo-African explains that the census
did not take into account those Black folk "who from year to year turn
white, and are counted as white." The paper contended that the months
in which the census was taken, June and July, were the high season of
steamboating and "watering places". "At least five hundred colored New
Yorkers", claimed the Anglo-African, "are engaged in steamboating between
Maine and the capes of the Delaware. . . ." The census for i860 also
failed to report any real estate holdings in the Third Ward. The Weekly
Anglo-African asserted that an unknown woman of color owned land valued
up to $20,000 but whose occupation was never determined and like a great
many of the Black people in New York, her true worth was not reported.
No matter how inaccurate the census might appear, it is the most
exhaustive official count of the population available to researchers.
Bearing this in mind, the following tables offer a broad picture of New
York and Georgia. These tables were compiled by the author using informa
tion taken from the United States Census from 1800 to I860. Serving as
illustrations for a slave and non-slave states, the tables include the
numbers of the free "colored" and white populations both male and female.
It should be noted that the designation of sex for the "free colored"
population had not begun until the census reports for 1820, while the
white population's sex had always been recorded.
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Attention should be given to the fact that, according to the above tables,
between 1820—1850, there were more females in the country than males.
In 1863, the Georgia legislature passed a law stating that:
The free person of color is entitled to no right of citizen
ship, except such as are specially given by law. His status
differs from that of the slave in this: no master have dominion
over him he is entitled to the free use of his liberty, labor and
property except so far as he is restrained by law.8
o
R. H. Clark et al., The Code of the State of Georgia (Atlanta:
John H. Seals, I863), p. 321.
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Although this was a Georgian law, it in essence demonstrates the feeling
of the whole country towards free Afro-Americans in the pre-Civil War
years.
The restrictions on free Blacks were numerous. As the census
reports have shown, there were more free Blacks in the South than in the
North. The majority of free Blacks tended to live in urban areas rather
than in the rural parts of the country. It was the prevailing attitude
among Afro-Americans during this period that the North offered a better
life. However, the political activities of free Blacks were restricted
both in the North and South. Whereas in the North their activities were
somewhat futile, in the South, the restriction came in the form of
legislation.
Although the free Black in the North had more chance of economic
stability, job restrictions did indeed exist. The contributant to this
restriction was the flood of unskilled foreign immigrants to the American
shores, thus making the job market much more limited for the Black popu
lation in the North than in the South. When this occurred, many times
the woman would find jobs more easily than the man.
Just how did the free Afro-American woman fit into this portrait
of America? How did she relate to the Black community and how did the
community relate to her? More importantly, considering the restrictions
and repressive conditions under which she had to live, how did she per
ceive herself in that society? These are questions which the following
chapters will focus upon. Chapters two and three will comment on the
economic status and the education of free-Afro-American women, respect
ively. Finally, Chapter four will address itself to the social welfare
activities and images of these women.
CHAPTER II
THE ECONOMIC STATUS OF FREE AFRO-AMERICAN WOMEN
From 1800 to 1850, the economic status of free people of color is
difficult to determine and for free women of color it is even more diffi
cult. Beginning in I860, the occupations of the free inhabitants were
listed in the census reports. However, Tax Digests, Registers of Free
Persons of Color, and Afro-American newspapers are helpful in determining
the economic status of free Black women before i860. Since the economic
status of Black women did not vary tremendously throughout the United
States in this period, it is much simpler to examine this matter in terms
of one non-slave state and one slave state rather than attempting a more
comprehensive coverage geographically. Therefore, the primary concern
of this chapter will be the examination of the economic status of free
Afro-American women in New York and Georgia with a few comments on vari
ous other states.
In the pre-Civil War decades from 1800-1860, the largest number of
free Blacks were laborers in domestic service. Black men could usually
be found holding such occupations as butlers, coachmen, barbers, porters,
and janitors. Free women of color were employed as washerwomen, laundres
ses, seamstresses, servants, and domestics. Of all the occupations held
by Black women, that of the washerwoman has been the object of many
studies by Black historians. Because Black men found it difficult to
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find good paying jobs, the woman often had to support the household.
Hence, the washerwoman became prominent. According to Greene and Woodson,
". . . She /the washerwoman/ became, in many instances, the sole bread
winner of the family. She washed and ironed while her all but idle
husband brought in and carried the clothes back to the homes."
In 1819, the register of free persons of color in Richmond County,
Georgia reported women employed in such occupations as house servants,
"sewers", and washers. Rachel Harris, age twelve, resident of Augusta,
listed her occupation as house servant. Maria Todd and Sarah Todd,
ages twelve and ten, respectively, also were reported to be house servants.
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Peggy Todd, forty, was employed as a "sewer and washer".
By the 1820's, the occupations of free women of color seemed to have
deviated little from those held by the women in the early 1800's. As
shown by the following table, the occupations of the free women of color
in Savannah, Georgia from 1817-1829 ranged from washerwoman to seamstress
and from cook to nurse. Many Black women were employed as venders of
small wares (v.s.w.) and pastry cooks. This is evident by the frequent
occurrence of the two vocations throughout the Registers of Free Persons
of Color. Although it was not stated specifically, it may be inferred
the vendor sold kitchen articles like pots and pans.
The occupations held by the women of color in New York were more
or less the same as those held by the women of Georgia. However, there
Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter G. Woodson, The Negro Wage Earner
(Washington, D. C.s The Association for the Study of Negro Life and
History, Inc., 1930), p. 3.
Ulrich B. Phillips, ed., Plantation and Frontier Documents; 1649-
1863 Illustrative of Industrial History in the Colonial and Ante-Bel Turn
South, 2 vols. (Cleveland: Arthur H. Clark Co., 1909), 2: ]k3-kk.
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TABLE 3





Clarisa Brown Pastry Cook
Hannah Leon Seamstress
Elizabeth Cunningham Seamstress




were some occupations which were unique as well as uncommon. In the
classified column of the New York Rights of All. Sarah Green, an "Indian
Doctress" advertised her unusual talents. She claimed to have been able
to cure the piles, "depentary", small pox, "felons", rheumatism, ingrown
toe nails, and a bite from a mad dog.
In the same issue of this paper, Mrs. Sarah Johnson implores the
public to use her talents. Mrs. Johnson, a "Leghorn Bonnsis", claimed
that she could bleach, press, and refit Leghorns and straw hats "in the
best of manner". Although not unique, a Mrs. H. S. Duterte's occupation
has not always been identified as a "lady's" vocation. She was an under
taker in Philadelphia for many years and also was in the furniture
This chart is composed of selective items for illustrative pur
poses. The information was taken from the Savannah Register of Free
Persons of Color, (1817-1829).
New York, Rights of All. 18 September 1829.
5Ibid.
business* There were some women whose jobs were mixed with a bit of
pleasure. For example, Mrs. Willar of New York City, owned her own
tavern located in the city.
As was shown previously, the pursuits of free women of color varied
from house servant to nurse. Although the majority of the women were
employed by others, there were some who were self-employed. Renting out
a section of a home was a very popular mode of self employment. Through
out the Black newspapers1 classified sections, there were advertisements
from a number of women of color for boarders. Mrs. D. Michaels, for ex
ample, who lived at no. 33 Lespenard Street in New York, advertised in
the New York Colored American, for "genteel persons of color" to board
Q
in her home. Belinda Lucas, like Mrs. Michaels, saw boarding as a way
to earn a living by occasionally renting the top of her house to others
g
for extra. Mrs. J. B. Smith of Providence, Rhode Island, had a hotel
air about her house. Her accommodations were for the "travelling pub
lic." Mrs. Ann Turner of no. 195 7th Street in New York had the same
kind of accommodations. She opened her house to the "reception of
visitors".11
Christian Recorder, 23 February 1861, p. 27.
New York, Freedom's Journal, 7 September 1827.
Q
New York, Colored American, 11 March 1837.
Q
Abigail Mott, et al., Narratives of Colored Americans (New York
Brown and Co., 1882), pp. 164-65-
Rochester, Fredrick Douglass's Paper, 20 June i860.
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Another unique source of income for a few Black women was the
ownership of slaves monopolized by white people. The majority of these
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slaveowners were in the South. The reasons for buying and owning a
slave differed many times from those of the whites1. In some cases,
Black women purchased their own freedom, then bought their husbands or
vice versa. The free Black then would, in most cases, attempt to pur
chase the freedom of the rest of the family, as in the case of Mary
Combs of Atlanta, Georgia. When Atlanta was still known as Terminus
in the late 1830's there were, at the most, fifty Blacks there, two of
whom were free. Ransom Montgomery and Mary Combs were the two free
persons. Combs was the first Afro-American to own property in the city.
Her property was found around the Peachtree Street area where Central
Park in downtown Atlanta stands today. Mary Combs later sold her property
and with the proceeds bought her husband. Aunt Fanny Canady of Louis
ville, Kentucky is another example of a free person who purchased a
relative's freedom. Aunt Fanny purchased her freedom and later bought
14
some of her family and her husband Jim. Jim was a cobbler and drunkard.
When Jim went into one of his stupors and made Fanny angry, she would
immediately tell him, "Jim, if you don't behave yourself, I'm gwine sell
you down river ^back into slavery^."
Aunt Fanny was not the only woman who held this power over her
12
Carter G. Woodson, ed., Free Negro Owners of Slaves (Westport:
Negro Universities Press, 1924), p. v.
13
JE. R..Carter, The Black Side: A Partial History of the Business
Religious and Educational Side of the Negro in Atlanta, Georgia (Atlanta!
1894), p. 13.
^Calvin D. Wilson, "Negroes Who Owned Slaves," Popular Science,
November 18, 1912, p. 488.
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husband. The sad tale of Dilsey Pope illustrates how this power could
also work disfunctionally. Dilsey Pope was a free woman from Columbus,
Georgia. Owning her husband, she hired him out. On one occasion when
her husband offended her, she retaliated by selling him to a Seaborn
Jones. After a while, regretting what she had done and also feeling
that a lesson had been learned, Dilsey tried to buy her husband back.
Jones refused to sell him, and alas, Dilsey Pope was without a husband.
Miss Ellen Wells is just another example of a free Black woman
purchasing slaves for philanthropic reasons. Miss Wells lived in St.
Louis, Missouri. With the help from the subscribers of the San Fran
cisco Mirror of the Times, she was able to secure the purchase of her
mother and a sister. She had plans to buy another sister in the immedi
ate future.
Table k depicts some free Afro-American women of Savannah, Georgia
who owned slaves from 1817-1829. Included are the names and occupation
of these free women as well as the number of slaves owned by them.
There is no indication as to their family relationship to the slaves.
In 1818, an act was passed by the State Legislature of Georgia
stating that no free person of color should own any real estate or
I6lbid., pp.
San Francisco, Mirror of the Times. 2 December 1857.
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TABLE k
SOME BLACK FEMALE SLAVE OWNERS OF SAVANNAH, GEORGIA, (1817-1829)18
19 20
Name Occupation Number of Slaves
Elizabeth Cunningham Seamstress 1
Massey (?) Mclntosh V.S.W. 2
Pascilia Moody Seamstress 2
Hannah Leon Seamstress 9
Mary Ann Odinsell Washerwoman 2
Sophy Savier None 3
Mary Spiers Washer 5
21
slaves within that state. However, in 1819» the legislature revised
this law for the whole state with the exception of Savannah, Augusta,
22
and Darien. This law did not seem to deter free Black men or women
from owning slaves. There is evidence that the law, like many others
restricting free Blacks, was not regularly enforced as long as the race
relations remained peaceful in the community.
In 1830, of the sixty—one free Black slave owners in Georgia,
twenty-four were women who together, owned on hundred and nine slaves.
18
This table was compiled by the author. The information was
taken from the Savannah Register of Free Persons of Color, (1817-1829).
19
The occupations of some of these women were not consistent
through the years. In 1826, Moody changed her vocation from seamstress
to shopkeeper, Mary Spiers, from 1817-1822 had no occupation, but by
1823 and on, she was a washer.
20
For some of the women, the number of slaves which they owned,
varied from year to year. From 1824 to 1827, Massey Mclntosh owned
two; Moody owned her two slaves from 1825 to 1828. By 1829, she no
longer had her slaves—for an undisclosed reason.
21
Lucius Q..C. Lamar, A Compilation of the Laws of the State of
Georgia Passed by the Legislature for the year 1810 to the Year 1819,
Inclusive (Augusta: T. S. Hannan, 1821), p. 815«
22Ibid., p. 830.
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The highest number of slaves was owned by Betsey Perry of Greene County,
23
who had twenty-five.
In New York State, in this same year, there were three women out of
twenty-one free persons of color who owned slaves. Of the forty-one
2k
slaves, four were the property of these three women. Dian Livingston
of Montgomery County owned a total of two slaves, Elizabeth Cockburn,
of the same county, was reported to have had one slave. In New York
City a Sara Kip, the head of a household of two, was listed as the owner
25
of the other slave.
In the lo^O's and 50's, the occupations of free women of color had
not changed from the previous years. Women, such as Susan Jackson of
26
Savannah, were employed as pastry cooks. Amanda and Sarah Jones, of
27
Taliaferro County, Georgia were house servants. Their mother, Harriett
28
Jones, the head of a family of ten, was employed as a spinner.
While in some cases, the income which was earned from the various
jobs went to such causes as purchasing member of a family or a slave,
in others a portion of the income was used to combat slavery. Hanna Gray,
for example, shared her money with the antislavery society. Miss Gray
23





Savannah, Register of Free Persons of Color, (1849-1866).
27
'Taliaferro County, Register of Free Persons of Color, (1796-1865).
28
This information was taken from the Register of Free Persons of
Color, 1850-1865 of Taliaferro County. As no husband was listed in this
Register, it is assumed that Mrs. Jones is the head of the household.
19
was a free Afro-American woman who worked as a laundress and seamstress
for the students at Yale University. In 1848, it was reported that
she had sent funds to a Canadian agent for the cause of helping runaway
slaves.
In an article which appeared in the New York Weekly Anglo-African,
an anonymous writer expressed his opinion of the working girl. Said
the writer, "Commend to us the girl of who it is sneeringly said, 'she
works for a living,1 in her we are always sure to fund the elements of
a true woman—a 'real lady'."^ It is believed that the writer of this
article was a Black man. Women of color who belonged to this category
of "working girls" were numerous. In fact, it would be safe to say that
the majority of the free Black women fell in this category of "a real
lady". Mrs. Charlotte Gordon Carroll is one woman who was certainly a
"real lady". Mrs. Carroll was a Black woman who, in i860, opened a
school for "contraband" in Washington, D. C. Elizabeth Taylor Green
field, also known as the "Black Swan", was a popular concert vocalist in
the 1860's, who made numerous appearances in New York City at the Shi 1oh
Baptist Church. Surely Mrs. Greenfield would have been considered a
"real lady".
Hannah Gray Home pamphlet by the New Haven Afro-American
Historical Society, 1971.
30New York, Weekly Anglo-African. 2k November i860.
3 Lillian G. Dabney, The History of Schools for Negroes in the
District of Columbia. 1807-19*»7 (Washington, D. C.t Catholic University
of America Press, 19^9), p. 3k.
3 New York, Colored American, 5 January 1861.
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According to the New York State Census for 1855, the largest
number of the Black women workers were domestic servants and laundresses,
1,025 domestics and 366 laundresses.33 The i860 United States Census
reported 49,005 free persons of color in New York State, of whom 25,218
were women.3 The occupations of these women included house laborers,
washerwomen, and laundresses, In Georgia, there were just 3,500 free
35
Black people in i860 of which 1,831 were women of color. The occupa
tions of these women were about the same as in New York. Interestingly
enough, Martha Scott, a twenty-five year old mulatto from Atlanta listed
36
her profession as a prostitute.
In the years 1853 to 185*+, Frederick Law Olmsted, the noted ante
bellum traveller, observed the economic life of free Blacks in Louisiana.
One of the occupations of women of color in which he described as "a very
peculiar and characteristic result of ... prejudices . . .", was concu
binage. This was more than a profession but a way of life among some
of the female offsprings of white men and "colored" women in the New
Orleans area. According to Olmsted's accounts, "men /white men/ are
attracted by them /mulatto womenj associate with them, are captivated,
and become attached to them ..." Because these men could not marry
the women—as a result of laws restricting such actions—they chose to
live with them. The mother had to approve of the man with whom her
33New York State Census of 1855.





daughter chose to live. This was done in terms of his income—he had
to be very well off and able to support her daughter. Once the wealth
was secured, the daughter became his'placee". As long as the man
remained rich the mulattoe's future was taken care of. Even if he chose
to marry a white woman and have a family, he was bound by a sense of
"rightness" or obligation to support his place'e. He would either pay
her off or continue to support both establishments. This "profession"
or way of life demonstrated how a sector of the free Black female popula
tion supported themselves and in some cases, their families did not worry
37
about money problems; they were taken care of.
The following table is a sampling of the women of color in New
York State who were employed in I860. The table includes the name, age,
occupation, and residence of these women.
TABLE 5






















































Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States in
the Years 185VI854. 2 vois (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1904), 2:244-
246.
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This chart is composed of selective items for illustrative purposes.
22
The above table demonstrates that among the "usual" vocations of
Black women, the occupations of "fortun" teller, "book folder", and
music teacher are also added to the various ways women of color made a
living.
Below is a table which illustrates the type of occupations held by
Black women in certain counties in Georgia. It is interesting to note
that Rebecca Hawkins, a baker, from Taliaferro County was listed as
having real estate valued at $500.
TABLE 6

























In Louisiana the occupations of Black women were no different from
those held by women in New York and Georgia. However, Manate Veazy and
Louise Donate were employed in two occupations which were not always
mentioned in the census reports. Mrs. Veazy was a food peddler, who
sold coffee and cakes to support her five children. Mrs. Donate was an
ice cream peddler on St. James Street. Peddling foods was just another
The information was taken from the United States Census for i860.
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This table was compiled by the author. The information was
taken from the United States Census reports for the year i860.
23
way Black women supported their families.
Between 1800 and I860, the economic status of free Afro-American
women remained rather consistent throughout the years. As was observed
previously, the vocation and trades of these women ranged from washer
women to "book folder", and from slaveowner to prostitute to "Indian
Doctress". However, a small percentage of Afro-American women were
exceptions like a Mrs. DeReef, of Charleston, Virginia. By the time of
41
emancipation, she owned forty slaves. Judith Angus, who owned two
house slaves, was described by John H. Russell as having been a "well-
to-do free negress of Petersburg." However, the majority of Afro-
American women were not rich, but just "getting by".
U0
H. E. Sterkx, The Free Negro in Ante-Bellum Louisiana (Cranbury,
New Jersey: Associated University Presses, Inc., 1972), pp. 228-29.
41
John H. Russell, "Colored Freemen as Slaveowners in Virginia,"
Journal of Negro History 1 (July 1916): 238.
CHAPTER III
THE EDUCATION OF FREE AFRO-AMERICAN WOMEN
From 1800 to i860, education of Afro-Americans remained a threat
to the white society, especially in the Southern states. One of the
reasons why an educable Black was so greatly feared was the constant
threat of insurrections. As a result of this and other reasons, states
passed laws either restricting or forbidding the education of Blacks.
This occurred frequently in the South and in some parts of the "liberal"
North.1
Afro-Americans in some states were not allowed to assemble "for
social or religious purposes" unless a "discreet" white man was present.
In other states, public school teachers were prohibited from teaching
2
Blacks in any manner. The case of Prudence Crandall of Canterbury,
Connecticut, illustrates this point quite well. Miss Crandall, a white
Quaker teacher, welcomed Afro-American children to join her school, which
3
was attended by white children. The parents of the white students were
outraged and boycotted the school. Miss Crandall later decided to open
Carter G. Woodson, The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861
(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1915), p. 8.
2
Ibid., p. 9.
^Report C of the Trial of Miss Prudence Crandall, Before the County
Court of Windham County, August term 1833. On information charging her
with teaching colored persons not inhabitants of the State. (Brooklyn:
Unionist Press and Webber, Printer, 1833).
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a school specifically for Black children. As a result of this and her
previous actions, she was found guilty of violating state laws which
said that the teaching of non-resident "negroes" was prohibited.
Indiana is just another example of a state which prohibited
children of color from attending public schools. The only place a Black
child could attend public school was in those localities where there
were enough Blacks to establish a separate school. In most cases parents
had to hire private teachers to instruct their children. Such was the
case with Mrs. Guilly Ann Bowman. Mrs. Bowman and her husband were
natives of Ohio. Upon moving to Michigan City, Indiana, in the 1840's,
the Bowmans found themselves to be one of two Black families in the
whole town. Determined that her child Naomi, would have a decent educa
tion, Mrs. Bowman hired a private teacher.
Naomi grew up to become Naomi Anderson, a prominent poet, lecturer,
and an advocate of the Woman's Suffrage Movement.
There were fewer educational opportunities for Blacks in the South
than in the North. In the early 1800's an academy, whose name was never
determined, was established in the North for the purpose of instructing
young women of color. There were schools in Richmond, Petersburg, and
Norfolk, Virginia whose aim was to intellectually elevate the free person
of color. However, by 1800, because of the Gabriel Prosser plot, educa
ting the Black person was strongly discouraged in the South. In some
Ibid.
^Monroe A. Majors, Noted Negro Women. Their Triumphs and Activities
(Chicago: Donohue and Henneberry, 1893), pp. 82-83.
John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro
Americans. 3d ed. (New York! Vintage Books, 1969), p. 161.
7Ibid.
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Southern states, schools for Blacks were closed. In other states,
measures were enacted to prevent Afro-Americans from teaching, even,
o
their own children. As a result of this, Blacks began secretly teaching
themselves and their children how to read and write. Contrary to the
law, some of them attended school. According to Dan Durett in his
thesis entitled Free Blacks in Selected Georgia Cities. 1820-1860. be
tween 1850 and i860 a large percentage of Blacks were able to read. In
1850, the population of free Blacks numbered 2,931. Of a total of 467
who were able to read, 259 were females. Only one person was attending
school and that was a male. There were 3,500 free Blacks in Georgia
in I860, seven attended school, of this number, four were females. Three
hundred and eighteen females were able to read out of a total of 573.
There were a number of Blacks who conducted schools for children of color.
From 1819 to 1829 a free Black woman named Julia Froumontaine conducted
a school for free Blacks in Savannah, Georgia. After 1829, the school
was being maintained clandestinely. The remainder of this chapter will
therefore, deal with some aspects of the education of free Afro-American
women in Northern states, specifically New York with a few illustrations
from Pennsylvania.
The Institute for Colored Youth was a school established in 1852 in
Philadelphia which according to Gerda Lerner, was "an outstanding example
of the successful effort of the black community to provide higher education
for its children." Sarah Mapps Douglass, an outstanding teacher of
o
Woodson, The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861. p. 9.
9
Dan Durett, "Free Blacks in Selected Georgia Cities, 1820-1860"
(Master's thesis, Atlanta University, 1973), p. 29.
10Ibid.
Gerda Lerner, ed., Black Women in White America—A Documentary
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that time, became supervisor of the girls' department of the Institute.
Grace A. Mapps, the mother of Sarah M. Douglass, was also a teacher in
12
that department.
In the late 1850's, the Female Medical College of Philadelphia was
13
established. In 1861, six graduates of this college received their
]li
diplomas. Between 1855 and 1858, Sarah M. Douglass was a student of
this college.15
The first law which provided for the education of Blacks in New
York was that of 1810 which provided for the education of children of
slaves. This act of March 30, 1810 stated that the master should teach
these children to read the Scriptures or give them "four quarter
schooling" before they reached the age of eighteen. If, however, the
master failed to do so, then the slave (or servant) would be free at
eighteen and for the "next three years should be bound out to another
master as an apprentice."
There were a few private institutions which were run by white people
History (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), p. 86.
12
Classification. Rules, ect. for the Institute for Colored Youth
(Philadelphia: T.K.P.G. Collins, printers, 1856). Grace Mapps will be
discussed in more detail in Chapter IV.
Gerda Lerner in Black Women in White America refers to this col
lege as the Ladies' Institute of Pennsylvania Medical University. The
name Female Medical College was taken from the Christian Recorder, March
23, 1861, p. 43.
14
"Domestic News," Christian Recorder. 23 March 1861, p. 43.
For information and further discussion on Douglass, refer to
Chapter IV.
Leo H. Hirsch, Jr., "The Negro and New York, 1783 to 1865,"
Journal of Negro History. 16 (October 1931): 394-95.
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who sought to educate people of color. The first private institutions
for the education of Black children were the African Free Schools estab
lished in 1787 by the Manumission Society of New York City. These
schools made it possible for children of color to receive a "respectable"
education. The terms for admission were simple: children five to fif
teen years of age were admitted. The cost ranged from twenty-five cents
to one dollar per quarter according to the families' circumstances. Some
18
of those who were not able to pay were admitted free.
The African Free Schools were composed of male and female schools.
The male school which was located on Mulberry Street, was attached to a
female school. Later, another female school was constructed on William
Street. Girls were taught sewing, "marking" and knitting in addition to
the reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, and English grammar which
19
the boys were taught. Whether the type of education in the male schools
was equal to that which was taught in the female schools is difficult, if
not impossible to measure. However, an examination of the promotion
report of 1823 indicates that 262 girls were promoted in reading while
306 boys were promoted. In writing, 55 boys and 37 girls were promoted
and 490 boys and 230 girls were promoted in arithmetic. Promotions in
This information was taken from Charles C. Andrews' The History
of the New York African Free Schools, written in 1830. It should be
noted that this date, 1787, conflicts with the date given by Roi Ottley
and William J. Weatherby in The Negro in New York. The authors states
that the African Ifee Schools were started in 1786. However, the writer
will continue to refer to the 1787 date since this date was given by
Andrews, who was the superintendent of the African Free Schools.
l8New York, Rights of All. 18 September 1829.
19Ibid.
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the sewing school totalled kOk (males were not allowed in this class).
It is not the intent here to suggest that the boys were given a more
extensive education than the girls. However, it is interesting to note
that there were more males promoted than females even though there were
21
more girls of school age than boys. The statistics suggest that more
males attended this school than females. Education, it was apparently
felt, was more respectable for males. There was one known form of "dis
crimination" in the African Free Schools. Females were not included in
the Class of Merit. This class was composed of boys who were given a
medal for good behavior in the classroom and were outstanding in work.
The materials concerning the African Free Schools do no mention
any successful women graduates. Ira Aldridge, an actorj James McCune
Smith, an abolitionist; and Alexander Crummell, a minister, are a few
of the successful male graduates who are constantly referred to in sources
on New York.
While 1,400 pupils were still enrolled, the Manumission Society,
1834 found it necessary to affiliate the African Free School with the
philanthropic funded Public School Society. By 1853, all schools, Black
and white, were placed under the auspices of the Board of Education of
New York City.
20
Andrews, African Free Schools, p. hi.
21
Bureau of the Census, Fourth Census of the United States. 1830:
Population.
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Andrews, African Free Schools, p. 81. Andrews does not mention
an equivalent of this class for girls.
30
Technical schooling was only part of education for which some
people felt a female would not have any use. In an article which
appeared in the New York Colored American an anonymous writer expressed
his view on female education. He felt that the female should be taught
domestic work rather than the classical and scientific lessons. These
courses would serve no purpose for the woman since classical and scien-
23
tific knowledge could never be applicable to her daily life. This
opinion was fortunately not held by all, including the African Free
Schools.
The Clarkson Association obviously was not in agreement with the
writer. The members felt that the woman was seemingly capable of much
more than domestic work. The Clarkson Association, of New York City,
began operating in the spring of 1811 for the purpose of educating adult
2k
men as well as women of color and the aged as well as the young. The
female classes conducted by young women from the Society of Friends were
25
held on Sundays. This was the only day they felt that most people had
leisure time. The women received a "thourough English education" which
guided them in reading and writing. The Association also prepared some
23New York, Colored American, 18 March 1837.
2k
Abigail F. Mott et al., Narratives of Colored Americans (New
York: Brown and Co., 1882), p. 2*t2.
25
In the Narratives of Colored Americans the Clarkson Association
is accredited with being the first institution to come under the name
of Sabbath-school in New York City. In the same book there is a
reference to an Afro-American woman named Katy Ferguson who is said to
have started the first Sabbath School in New York City. Ferguson will
be discussed later in the chapter.
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of its female students to teach. In some cases, several of the young
ladies who received their education from the Clarkson Association went
to such places as Haiti with their parents where they were capable of
26
teaching.
The Clarkson Association enjoyed the praises and gratitude of
several of its students. Belinda Lucas, a free Afro-American woman,
lived on Chrystie Street, in New York City. In 1825, she credits the
Clarkson Association for teaching her to read and write. Says Lucas
proudly:
Yes I can read: when I was young I learned to spell a
little, but I did not know how to put the words together
till I went to the Clarkson school. There I learned to
read; and though I can't read all the hard words in the
Bible, I can read Mathew and John very well.27
Zilpah Montjoy of New York City had not only faith in her ability
to learn but faith in the Clarkson Association to teach her. When the
Association was established, Mrs. Montjoy was sixty-eight years old.
Mrs. Montjoy was a pious woman who felt it was incumbent on her to learn
to read so she could be better conversant with the teachings of the Bible.
Considering her age, the Association tried to dissaude her from seeking
admittance. Eventually, she was admitted and she did indeed learn to
read a bit of the New Testament, causing Mrs. Montjoy to conclude that,
28
"we are never too old to do good."
Serena M. Baldwin was one of the young women who went to Haiti with
her parents. In a letter addressed to her former teacher, Mr. E. L. Cox,




7It had previously been stated that the classes of the Clarkson
32
at the Clarkson Association, Miss Baldwin describes her journey from
America to St. Domingo. She concludes her letter by thanking Mr. Cox
and the other teachers at the Association for the valuable education
which she received there. She felt "... had it not been for the
^/trustees/ and yourself ^Mr. Cox7» perhaps I never should have known one
half what I do, as respects my education. . . ."
In the section entitled "African Schools in New York" which appears
in the Narratives of Colored Americans, edited by Abigail Mott, the writer
of the piece expressed his admiration for the Clarkson Association. He
felt that the Association, not only taught people of color how to read
and write, but it also "taught" them morality. After all, of all the
Afro-American men and women who benefitted from the good education that
was provided by the Association, only three persons were convicted of
crimes. This paternalistic attitude was characteristic of those insti
tutions geared specifically to aid Afro-American people. Both the Afri
can Free Schools and the Clarkson Association were guilty of this atti
tude. However, guilty or not, these two private institutions instructed
the free people of color in the basics of education.
Although the number of successful women who were educated in these
institutions is not known, one thing is certain: the elementary education
which the Afro-American woman received from the African Free School and
the Clarkson Association did not prepare them for the professional world.
There were a few women who became teachers and even some specializing
Association were conducted by women. However, according to this letter
some students were taught by men.
Mott, Colored Americans, p. 2kk.
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in certain fields like music, but the doors to such professions as
doctors and lawyers were closed to them. This was so not only because
they were Black but because they were women. This is not to say that
the women were not successful in ways other than professional. Katy
Ferguson is one of those successful women. Born a slave in 1774, Katy
became a free woman at the age of eighteen. Mrs. Ferguson lived in a
section of the city which was very poor. Many families, both Black and
white, in this section did not have enough money to take proper care of
their children, Both a devout and dedicated Christian, Katy grew to
care for these children's bodies as well as she could. She housed some
of these destitute children herself and found homes for some forty-
eight boys and girls. Every Sunday she had the children to her house
instructing them in the Bible and the religious way of life. Eventually
Katy, being unable to read, found it necessary to elicit help from other
people in order to continue the work which she had started. She got the
aid of one Isabella Graham. Later a preacher, Dr. Mason, learned of
Katy Ferguson's deeds and decided to investigate. Observing the run
down dwelling in which she lived and held classes, Dr. Mason, with the
approval of the church officers, opened a lecture hall in his church to
Katy. Thus, began the Sabbath School in the Murrary Street Church.
In the Narratives of Colored Americans, the writer stated that this Sabbath
School was believed to have been the first one in New York City. This
would seem to conflict with the statement made regarding the Clarkson
31 Ibid., p. 72.
32Ibid.
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Association in the preceding pages. The exact date of the Murray School
is not known at this point; therefore, it cannot be determined which
Sabbath School was established first.
The Young Ladies1 Domestic Seminary was another private institution
which aided in educating women. The Seminary was located in a town called
Clinton in Oneida, New York. The tuition and board was $35 for fourteen
weeks. H. H. Kellogg (sex and color of Kellogg was never determined),
principal, supervised this Seminary in which such courses as English
Literature, the sciences, physics, mathematics, and Mental and Morals
were taught. The advertisement for this institute was found in the New
York Colored American. The number of young Afro-American women who
attended the school is not known. If the assumption is correct that
funds from Afro-Americans at that time were generally hard to come by,
then it is apparent that this Seminary did not limit itself to young
ladies of color; or the classes were probably very small.
In 1829, the Female Advocate of New York demanded better education
for females. Said the Advocate. ". . . so long as 'trifles1 engross the
attention of females and so long as men are pleased with female tri-
35
flers. . ." bad education will continue. The writer's definition of
"trifles" was not determined. Perhaps she meant a coquettish or flirta
tious attitude; but this would be mere guess work. Assuming the jour
nalists of the Female Advocate were white women, it would be difficult
See no. 25 above.
York, Colored American, h April 1840.
35New York, Female Advocate. 20 April 1829.
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to say whether or not they were considering Afro-American women when
they talked of "trifles" and demanded a raise in the tone of female educa
tion.
It must always be kept in mind that the free Afro-American woman of
this period was above all, Black first and female second. Therefore,
the education which she received was not a unique one. There was no
indication in any of the research done that there was a drastic differ
ence in the education of Black females and males. Institutes like the
African Free Schools, the Clarkson Association, and the Institute for
Colored Youth all aided many people of color to achieve, at least, a
menial education. Hence, the Afro-American woman received what was
considered by her to be a valued and important asset to life.
CHAPTER IV
THE SOCIAL WELFARE ACTIVITIES AND IMAGES OF
FREE AFRO-AMERICAN WOMEN
Examining the social activities and the images of free Black women
is the best way to understand their existence in the Black community as
well as in the American society. There is little information available
on the social life of free Blacks in the South. Dr. Edward Sweat, in
examining the social status of these free Blacks, wrote, "The dearth of
such sources as memoirs, diaries, and other personal documents descrip
tive of everyday life, has made it somewhat difficult to arrive at a
definite statement of social status." Generally, the South prohibited
any sort of active social life for free Afro-Americans. According to
Johnnie Simpson, "before 1822 South Carolina had imposed few restrictions
on free Blacks. It was not until after 1822 that this state began to
enact and enforce stringent laws governing both Free Blacks and slaves
2
after the attempted insurrection by Denmark Veasey." The remainder of
this chapter will be an examination of some of the social welfare acti-
• • •
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vities and images of free Afro-American women in the Northern states.
The social activities of the free Afro-American woman were largely
confined to the Black community. There were, of course, organizations
like the anti-slavery societies whose membership spread throughout most
of the country. However, the numbers of these societies were small and
the membership of Afro-Americans was even smaller.
Most of the activities or organizations in which Afro-American
women engaged were church orientated. These organizations were pri
marily church clubs, benevolent societies and associations whose concern
was to work within the immediate community to help the less fortunate and
to finance the maintenance of the church.
New York was a good example of a state in which there were almost
as many Afro-American women benevolent societies as there were Black
churches. Representative of these was the United Daughters of Conference
Society, an organization of the A.M.E. Zion Church on the corner of
Leonard and Church Streets in New York City. The United Daughters of
Conference Society's activities included such things as conducting fairs
each year, at which time used and useful articles were sold. The pro
ceeds from this fund raising drive went towards the necessary works of
the church and to the spreading "of the gospel". In December i860, Mary
Roberts, president, announced that "the society ... has been laboring
for the spread of a thousand dollars toward sending ministers to their
different stations."
The objectives of the United Sons and Daughters of Zion's Benevolent
3New York, Weekly Anglo-African, 15 December i860.
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Society, also of New York, was the same as those of the United Daughters
of Conference Society, and that was to give relief to the destitute
members of the church. The Society was formed on January 8, 1835 with
a membership of forty-eight. Later belonging to the parent organization
(the United Sons and Daughters), these women formed their own group and
played host to various other female societies. On April 5> 1837, a
William Thompson addressed this women's group. He praised them for their
works in the community and their deep concern for their fellow members.
Another society of New York City which cannot go unnoticed was the Mite
Society. This organization had as its aim the spreading of the gospel
and good will "among those who do not enjoy the blessing which we do,
in this city." The women of Philadelphia, like those of New York,
actively participated in the societies and clubs of the church. The
Christian Recorder, a weekly magazine of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, in the 1850's and 60's often reported on the activities of
church women. On November 8, 185^, the women of Bethel A.M.E. Church in
Philadelphia, gave a festival, the proceeds from which went to the
Christian Recorder. A committee of nine women conducted an affair which
was reported to have been "intellectually and religiously stimula-
Q
ting. . . ." Although the paramount concern of the grand affair was to
h
New York, Colored American, 1 April 1837.
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The Female Branch Society of Zion was also referred to as the
Female Society of Zion or the Ladies of the Female Branch of Zion. For
clarity, the author will refer to this organization as the Female Society
of Zion.
New York, Colored American, 3 June 1837.
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continue the voice of the Christian Recorder, there was yet another con
cern. The pact of slavery was not forgotten. There were remarks
throughout the festival about the "future hopes and prospects" of
Afro-American people "upon the American Continent."
The Daughters of Conference was another woman's club in Bethel. It
had been a long tradition of the club to give tea parties for the minis
ters of the Philadelphia Annual Conference. On the evening of June 6,
1855» Sarah Frame, president of the Daughters, spearheaded what was
later referred to as the "usual . . . evening of fat /sicj things and
social greetings." When the tea was over, the Daughters presented to
the ministers one hundred and two dollars which was equally divided among
them.9
Fairs and teas were not the only activities in which the women of
Bethel were engaged in or were responsible for. Many of them were
instrumental in selling copies of the church's paper. In fact, on one
visit to the Bristol A.M.E. Church the zealous sellers succeeded in
recruiting thirty-two new subscribers. Of this number, twenty-one were
women. It should be interesting to note a comment from one seller, "The
young ladies seemed to go in more strongly for the improvement of the
mind than the young gentlemen did."
The organizations in which free Afro-American women found themselves
throughout this period were not limited or involved in the church. For
g
"The Daughters of Conference of Bethel," Christian Recorder.
July 11, 1855, p. 127.
"Our First Visit to Bristol," Christian Recorder. January 19,
1861.
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instance, a group of ladies of color organized themselves and held a
fair in Boston. A traveller said of the fair, "This novel and praise
worthy exhibition has succeeded wonderfully, far surpassing the san
guine /sicj expectations of its warmest friends." The benefit raised
approximately $3,000.
Another example was the Female Benevolent Society of Troy, New
York. This society was organized on February 13» 1833 with ten mem-
12
bers. By 1837, when announcing their fourth anniversary in the
Colored American, the Society proudly stated that they had grown to the
impressive number of sixty-one. During this anniversary celebration,
one of the members declared, "take courage, sisters in this noble
enterize /sic7 remembering that 'we shall reap if we faint not.1 We
see various forms /6fJ the improvement of our people, and shall we be
discouraged in this work?—NO sisters, let this evening be long re
membered by us all."
These non-church related societies were composed of dedicated women
involved in their work. Mrs. Henritta D. Ray of New York was one of
these women. Mrs. Ray, the wife of the publisher of the Rights of All,
Charles B. Ray, was the first president of a society of "young ladies"
which concerned itself with acquiring literary and scientific know
ledge. She was also active in the Female Literary Society. On October 21,
New York, Freedom's Journal, 21 January 1829.
12
New York, Colored American, 1 April 1837.
13Ibid.
]Sbid., k March 1837.
I836, Mrs. Henrietta Ray died at the young age of twenty-eight. She was
apparently well thought of and missed by her colleagues, the young ladies
with whom she worked and her husband's colleagues. Samuel Cornish,
editor of the Colored American, wrote of Mrs. Ray upon her death,
"Though not blessed with an extended systematic education, yet she
possessed a giant mind for improvement . . . Mrs. Ray by nature was
possessed of strong mind and sound judgement."
Social activities among Afro-American women were not totally con
fined to the organized societies discussed above. In some cases, women
worked in their communities in support of various institutions. For
example, in i860, a festival was held for a Miss Jane Williams1 school,
a private institution in Wil1iamsburg, New York. The committee who
organized this festival was made up of men and women. During the fes
tival, there was an abundance of food and music.
In New York several benevolent societies of Afro-American women
joined their forces and formed the African Dorcas Association. The
Association's objective was to help the destitute children who belonged
to the African Free School. Besides making garments, the Association
donated second-hand clothing, hats, and shoes for those poor children
who, because of their lack of clothes, were unable to attend school. It
18
was found that a great number of the children fell into this category.
l5Ibid.
New York, Weekly Anglo-African. 15 December I860.
The exact number in the committee is not known, however, in the
article which appeared in the Weekly Anglo-African for December 15, I860,
refers to both men and women.
New York, Freedom's Journal. 7 March 1828.
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Of the accomplishments of the Association, Charles C. Andrews, superin
tendent of the African Free School, said with a rather patronizing air,
"The labors of this Society have already been productive of much good;
and it is highly gratifying to find a feeling existing among these
19
people, so honorable and praise-worthy." The Freedom's Journal
referred to the Dorcas Association as a "laudable and novel institu-
t.20
tion."
Literary clubs were another type of organization with which the
free Afro-American woman associated herself. This type of club often
attracted women whose husbands were prominent in the Black community.
One of the most outstanding societies was the Female Literary Society
21
of New York City of which Mrs. Ray was a member. Other women of
prominent husbands were also associated with this type of club. Mrs.
James McCune Smith was the wife of the distinguished physician and
abolitionist; Mrs. John N. Gloucester's husband was a wealthy Black
New Yorker; and Mrs. Henry Highland Garnet was the wife of a noted
abolitionist and editor of the Clarion of Troy, New York. These women
were members of a committee which sponsored a lecture by Sarah Mapps
22
Douglass of Philadelphia.
Mrs. Douglass was a member of one of the prestigious Black families
19
Andrews, African Free School, p. 58. For a discussion of the
African Free School see Chapter III.
20
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of Philadelphia. However, she is best remembered for her outstanding
record as a schoolteacher. Born in 1806, Mrs. Douglass realized at an
early age that education was the key by which people of color could live
a peaceful existence in America. She therefore devoted her life to the
education of young boys and girls of color. In spite of her busy
schedule, she found time to be one of the founders of the Philadelphia
23
Female Anti-Slavery Society. Not one to sit on the sidelines, she
became a part of various committees within the Society. In 1882, Sarah
Mapps Douglass the educator, the advocate, and the writer died in
Philadelphia. Looking back in retrospect on the accomplishments of
Sarah Mapps Douglass, one can say without a doubt, that she had served
her people wel1.
Another literary association was the Ladies Literary Society of
New York. In 1837, its managers, Mrs. Sarah B. Melvin and Eliza D.
Richards, hosted a benefit for the New York Colored American, a weekly
Black newspaper, and the New York Vigilance Committee, a Black-runned
organization whose aim was to help fugitive slaves establish themselves
in a new locale.
Of a slightly different nature was the Publication Society of
Philadelphia composed of Afro-American women. Organized in the 1850's
25
its aim was to assist in publishing a paper.
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The Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society will be discussed
later in this chapter.
2k
New York, Colored American, 23 December 1837.
or
"The Publication Society of Philadelphia," Christian Recorder,
January 19, 1861. There is no evidence that this paper was ever pub-
1ished.
The economic and social status of the women who were involved in
these various organizations are not easy to ascertain. It is assumed
that the majority of women who were part of the church related organi
zations were not as prominent as those in the literary clubs mentioned
above. These women were probably the "common" folk of the community.
Another type of organization frequented by the "common" folk was
the lodge or what can be loosely referred to as the secret order. These
orders played a vital role in the Black community. One notable lodge
was the National Grand Council of the Independent Order of Good Samari
tans and Daughters of Samalia who held their convention in Philadelphia
in October 1854. The lodge seemed to have had strong ties with the
church. At this particular convention, the Daughters of Samalia (D of S)
from the Van Brakle Lodge, No. 15, presented honors to a Brother Edward
Thomas. Throughout the convention the women and men were working
hand-in-hand for a successful affair. Some of the areas included under
the National Council were: New York, New Jersey, Maryland, Indiana,
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Virginia. In 1855, there were fifty-
four lodges under the National Grand Council. Of this number, thirty
were D of S lodges. It was very interesting to note that the heads of
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these councils were all men.
Although the women who have been under discussion were free, many
of them were still mindful of the fact that slavery still existed for
many people of color. They participated whenever possible in anti-
slavery and abolitionist activities. It was not until 1839 that women
were allowed to participate in the American Anti-Slavery Society con-
26
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ventions. Even before that date, however, women—including Black women—
were active in their various local anti-slavery groups. There were
several anti-slavery societies for Afro-American women. Two examples
were the Colored Female Religious and Moral Society of Salem, Massa
chusetts and the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Middletown, Connecticut.
The former was led by Clarissa C. Lawrence and the latter by Clarissa
Beman, mother of abolitionist Amos Beman. These societies were the two
27
Black Female Branches of the American Anti-Slavery Society.
In order to finance the abolitionist cause and to keep the anti-
slavery activities in operation, women usually conducted annual fairs
and bazzars. In 1848, the women of color in Cincinnati and Columbus,
Ohio held an Anti-Slavery Bazzar. The proceeds of the annual affair
were appropriated to the North Star, a weekly Black newspaper published
28
by Fredrick Douglass. In reporting on the fair, Douglass explained
that even though the North Star was an Anti-Slavery paper it was not
obliged to any funds from the American Anti-Slavery Society. He con
tinued, "we do not look up to the ladies of the American Anti-Slavery
Society but should we desire assistance from any such source it will be
29
mainly to the colored Anti-Slavery ladies for such assistance."
In 1835» the abolitionist newspaper, the Liberator, published by
William Lloyd Garrison, ran a "Christian and moral" appeal by the Female
Anti-Slavery Society of Boston. The appeal read, "American Females should
27
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29
46
lead the fight against slavery and make the rest of the country see it in
30
all its lenormity1."-1 The Anti-Slavery Society of Boston was founded
two months before the Philadelphia Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. Al
though initially a white society, they chose as one of their five
counselors a Black woman, Miss Susan Paul. Miss Paul was very active
throughout the anti-slavery circles. In the 1830's Miss Paul became
secretary of a temperance society in Boston.
There were many more women of color who "led the fight against
slavery". When the Female Anti-Slavery Society was established in
Philadelphia on December 14, 1833, there were four Black signers of the
Society's charter. The four signers were Sarah Louisa, Harriet, and
Margaretta Forten, and Sarah Mapps Douglass. These women were from
prominent Philadelphia families. The Forten sisters were the daughters
of James and Charlotte Forten. The fight for freedom was no stranger
to this family. Both Charlotte and James had a deep conviction in the
plight of fellow blacks in bondage. Sarah Louisa, Harriet, and Margaretta
became very active within this Anti-Slavery Society. When the Society
held its convention in New York City in May 1837, Sarah Louisa called for
cooperation among the women, both white and Black. The poem in which
she recited began as follows:
We are thy sisters, God has truly said
That of one blood all nations he has made.
0 Christian woman! In a Christian land,
Canst thou unblushing read this great command?. . .
Boston, Liberator. 10 January 1835.
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F°r further di'SCL>ssion of Sarah M. Douglass, refer to pp. 43 and
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The sisters remained dedicated to the cause for the improvement of the
social and economic conditions of Black people in America. A high honor
came when the poet, John Greenleaf Whittier, obviously inspired by the
sisters, immortalized them in one of his poems entitled, "To the
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Daughters of James Forten". ■* As in most cases, the majority of the
women who worked with these societies were sheltered and never knew of
the harsh reality of slavery. Yet they were concerned enough to involve
themselves with the plight of their fellow Afro-Americans who were still
not allowed to be free people.
During the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women in 1837, Grace
Douglass, mother of Sarah M. Douglass, was the only Black woman in the
executive body of the convention. In the next two conventions held in
I838 and 1839, Grace Douglass acted as the treasurer. Although in the
1837 convention Afro-American women as a body did not have an active role,
Sarah Mapps Douglass along with two white women—Sarah Pugh and Mary
Grew—was appointed to the committee to correspond with those persons who
were in sympathy with Anti-Slavery causes. Throughout the minutes of
the convention, there is no indication that the Black women attending the
convention made any meaningful motions or resolutions.
From the activities carried on by these Afro-American women, it is
evident that they were aware that their role could be and should be more
than just a "housewife". This was attested to by an article which
33Ibid., p. 85.
Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, Proceedings of the
Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women (New York, New York: May 9,
10, and 12, 1837).
appeared in the Weekly Anglo-African, urging women to get involved.
The article entitled "An Appeal to the Ladies of New York" was written
by a Black woman who identified herself as PHILO. She assured her sis
ters that women were as equal to any man and maybe a bit capable of
greater things than a man. Therefore, she must "be up and doing," for,
"Life is short and uncertain. Make your mark, and leave to the world
that it only requires determination, perseverance, and a shaking off
of the indolence in which we have been enveloped to give us a position
equal with our white brothers and sisters." This passage not only
demonstrates the concern of this woman to see her sisters active and
involved, but it also reveals how she sought to achieve recognized
equality with white men and women.
On the other hand, another woman writing in the Christian Recorder
in response to those who felt that all a woman talks about are home,
children, and servants, defended domesticity. The author, Mrs. Lydia
H. Sigourney, in her article entitled, "Home", illustrated the neces
sity of the three issues. She strongly believed that there was nothing
wrong with those three themes. They are, as she pointed out, "capable
of copious illustration."3 An additional article in the same journal
followed up on this theme by publishing a guide to mothers. In the
Family Circle Department of the Christian Recorder, mothers are given
hints on how to become good mothers. A "good" mother was considered a
woman who taught her children the "good way of life".37
35New York, Week!y Anqlo-African. 22 December I860.
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Afro-American women resented that fact that they were not held in
high esteem or often not even considered to be "a woman" by the white
society who tended to put white women on a pedestal during this period.
Commenting on this, Sojourner Truth said:
Look at me! ar'n't I a woman?. . .
Nobady eber help me into cariages or ober mud puddles,
or gives me any best place. . and ar'n't I a woman?
Look at me! . . . Look at my arm!. . . I have plowed, and planted,
gathered into barns, and no man could head me and
ar'n't I a woman?
I have borne thirteen chilern and seen 'em all sold off
into slavery, and when I cried out with a mothers grief,
none but Jesus heard—and ar'n't I a woman?. . .38
During the antebellum period, Black men were less chauvinistic than
white men toward their women and tended to accept them as partners and
helpmates. In 1827, in the Freedom's Journal, a Black man shared his
views on the Black woman by describing her "tenderness" and the importance
of her presence in a Black man's life:
At a time, alas! when everything displeased me; when a
every object was disgusting; when my sufferings had des
troyed all the energy and vigour /iic7 of my soul; when
grief had shut from streaming eyes tFe beauties of nature;
when frequent disappointments had bowed my soul, and
rendered the whol universe a dreary tomb; when prejudice had
barred the door of every honourable /sic7 employment against
me, and slander too held up her hideous~finger; when I wished
that I had not been born, or that I could retire from a world
of wrongs, and end my days far from the white man's scorn; the
kind attentions of a woman, were silent consolation, to my mind.
Oh! nothing can render the boweres of retirement so serene and
comfortable, or can so sweetly soften all our woes, as a con
viction that woman is not indifferent to our fate.39
Brother John T. Costin of the Felix Lodge, was in agreement with
Encore Magazine. June 23/July k, 1975.
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the above image of Black women. In an 1854 Masonic celebration, the
Lodge was presented a banner by the Young Ladies of Irael /sic7 Church.
Upon the presentation from a Miss Dade, Brother Costin accepted the gift
with gratitude. In his address, Costin expounded to some length on the
interdependence of the two groups and more specifically of men and women.
The Afro-American woman, was looked upon as a temporary panacea to
worldly problems. Said Costin, "Hence, from their ^women7 attachment we
^men/ receive the gratification of both our self-love and our social
affections. In their aims we take refuge from the ill-treatment of the
world, and from their smiles we derive consolation for all its injus-
..40
tice."
Fredrick Douglass, a life time fighter for human rights, devoted a
good portion of his life to women's rights. There had been occasions
where Douglass along with a few other men boycotted the Anti-Slavery Con
ventions because women were not allowed to participate. During the first
woman's rights convention held in July 1848, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and
Lucretia Mott, both white, proposed Douglass as the chairman of the
meeting. Some women obviously feeling that this was carrying equality
a bit too far, opposed this proposal and Abigail Bush was elected
41
instead. Douglass still maintained a close relationship with woman's
groups. Douglass1 views on women*s rights unfortunately were not shared
by a number of men—some of whom were Black. Patrick Reason of New York
"Masonic Celebration", Christian Recorder, February 1, 1855,
p. 104.
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City and Amos G. Beman of Connecticut are two examples of Black men who
were against the participation of women in the American Anti-Slavery
Society. In 1839* a large number of men publicly opposed complete
integration of women to the ranks of the Society for several reasons.
Reason and Beman were among the signers of the protest statement. It
is interesting to note that Beman was the son of Clarissa Beman, presi-
dent of the Female Anti-Slavery Society.
To what extent the Afro-American woman was affective in her com
munity is difficult to measure. Without being overly subjective, it
is safe to say that the majority of these free women were rather active
socially in their communities. By examining her activities in the
benevolent societies, literary clubs, lodges, church groups, and Anti-
Slavery Societies, it is easy to ascertain that the Afro-American woman
worked in her own way to better conditions either in her community or
throughout the United States.
The image of the Black woman at least in the Black community was a
positive one. She was looked upon as a helper, partner, and even a
fighter. To be sure, the ambiguity of her position in society did not
rest with her or the Black community, but with the "out-side world".
Louis Ruchames, ed., The Abolitionists: A Collection of Their




There are many conclusions which can be drawn from this paper.
Among them is the fact that much more research must be done in this
still unexplored area of Afro-American History. If there is to be a
complete concept of Black people's existence in America, then the his
tory of free Afro-American women must and should be studied.
The Afro-American woman's life was in no way an easy one. Living
in antebellum America meant, in some cases, being the provider and mother,
or being the wife, provider, and mother, as demonstrated in the case of
the washerwoman. The occupations of these women ranged from domestic
servant to teacher and from ice cream peddler to fortune teller. Al
though the majority of Black women were trying to make "ends-meet" there
were some exceptions. A few women of color owned slaves, some of whom
were their relatives. A number of women were property owners and some
were of "moderate" means. All of this would infer that the economic
conditions of Afro-American women were varied—some were rich and some
were poor. However, the majority of these women were simply just "get
ting by".
Like free Afro-Americans in general, the Black woman was educated
as well as could be expected with the help of several organizations.
Among these organizations were the African Free Schools and the Clarkson
Association of New York City, and the Institute for Colored Children in
Philadelphia. Some children were not so lucky, however. There were
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children who secretly attended clandestine schools because the law of
certain states forbade them to be instructed in reading and writing.
The social life of the Afro-American woman blended itself with the
church and community activities. The woman, consequently, became the
social worker and the social advocate. In organizations such as the
lodges, women and men worked together, as many of them felt they should.
In the anti-slavery societies women can be found active in either their
own groups or in organizations with men. In either case, these women
were recognized as dedicated and hard workers for the "cause".
The life of free Afro-American women from 1800 to i860 was not
tremendously different from the life of free Afro-Americans in general.
These women were, in many cases, the bulwark of the Black family and
along with the Black man, the strength of the Black community. Unlike
the majority of their white counterparts, many Afro-American women had
a double role in the society. Not by their own choosing, they found
themselves being the "breadwinner" as well as mother, and wife. The fact
that the Afro-American woman was a female did not yield any special
privileges or honors from the larger American society or the Black com
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